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allusions to her relationships with Nikki Sixx and Tony lommi were inspired by details in her autobiography. Its 
an excellent read and | highly recommend it. Anyway, | hope you enjoy this story. Feedback welcome and 


encouraged! ¥ 


"I get down, but | aint easy 
Í spoil myself, so its hard to please me 


Baby, Im ready, willing and able 
And if you feel lke a man, lay your cards on the table.." 


Los Angeles - May 23, 1987 


| don't usually go for this type, you know? The skateboarder type. The holey jeans and sleeveless t-shirt and 
ratty sneakers type. | also don't go for younger guys--and from what | can see, | probably have a solid decade 
on him, which therefore makes him jailbait. Barely legal if I'm lucky. 


Not that I'm trying to get lucky right now. Just trying to find someone to talk to who isn't already talking to 
(or kissing, or blowing, or fucking, or fighting, or getting high with) someone else. 


You have to be careful with roadies, though. Speaking of guys | make a deliberate point NOT to hook up with. 
Lots of underage kids in their ranks. | can only assume from this one's attire that thats what he is. Part of 
Crue's crew. Wonder if that accounts for the cast on his arm? Probably fell off a loading ramp or had an amp 
come down on it the wrong way. Poor thing. Nice of his crewmates to bring him along and the band to let him 
drink at their party, at least, considering he'll be out of a job for the rest of the tour. That would certainly 
explain the sulky look on his face as he crumples an empty beer can and heaves it into the growing mountain 


of garbage on Nikki's back lawn. 


| can't help but feel sorry for the guy in that wounded stray puppy kind of way. Not saying | want to scoop 
him up and cuddle him, but it's a good excuse for me to go over there and chat him up. If all we're doing is 
chatting, what do | care if he's a roadie? Or that he's not my usual type? In fact, that's probably a good thing. 
Makes sense if I'm trying to avoid Nikki to hang out with the sort of people we normally wouldn't in the last 


place he'd come looking for me. 


Stray Puppy bends down to fish a beer from the bottom of the massive cooler. He has a cute ass, I'll give him 
that. Nice legs too. Slim and endlessly long. Legs for days, as the expression goes. The kind | wouldn't mind 
wrapping around my head and wearing like a scarf if he were anybody else. Wouldn't mind seeing him out of 
those jeans either way. What can | say? A nice body is a nice body. He looks like he goes to the beach on a 


regular basis and now l'm curious about the shape of his tan line. 
Among other things. 


Nope. Scratch that. Just his tan line. Forget that too, | tell myself as | flip the collar of my leather jacket up 
and stroll toward him across the patio. Not looking to get laid, remember? Least not with this kid. He's just my 
conversation partner. The one l'm too busy talking with to even think about joining Nikki in the hot tub. 
Slumming with the road crew is probably enough to revoke that invitation entirely. Good. Hope somebody sees 


me out here and tells him after all. 


Meanwhile, Stray Puppy is trying in vain to pull the tab on his beer with the fingers sticking out of his cast. 


"Need some help with that?" 


He throws me what obviously started as a dismissive glance until his eyes go big and the scowl dissolves into 


deer-in-the-headlights blank surprise. 

Shit. 

He recognizes me. | brace myself for the inevitable "holy fuck--you're Lita Ford!" 

Or not. 

The stunned look gives way to embarrassment as immediately as it appeared, and that gives way just as 
quickly to the tough guy posturing you see from most of them his age. It's part of the reason | always went 
for older men even when | WAS his age. 


"Nah, | got this." 


"Don't do that." | pull the can away before he can bite down on the tab. "Saw a guy lose a tooth trying to open 


a beer like that. And yours are waaaaay too nice to fuck up over a Budweiser.” 

“Thanks. You want a--" 

I've already skimmed a beer of my own out of the cooler before the word "--sip?" leaves his mouth. Speaking 
of mouths, he's got a nice one of those as well. | wasn't sweet-talking him about his teeth just now either. 
They're immaculate. Even his macho litle half smirks are more dazzling than they have any right to be. At 
full wattage, a grin like that could light up a stadium. Dicks and tan lines be damned. It's this kid's smile | really 
want to see. | vow not to leave this party until I've coaxed at least one out of him. 

"So what's with the arm?" 

"This?" He lifts the cast nonchalantly. "I was an idiot. Busted it up on my skateboard. 

"| knew it!" 

The eyes widen again. "What?" 


"That you were a skateboarder." 


"Oh." He chuckles (snorts is more like it) and lets the plaster thump back against his thigh. "Yeah. Used to be, 


anyway." 


"What do you mean?" 


"Can't keep doing it." 
"Why not?" | grin, hoping he'll mirror it. "Obviously your legs still work" 


"Record label won't let me. This is the second time in a year it's happened. They put a clause in my contract 


that says no skateboarding while we're on tour." He takes a defiant swig. "Even though the tour's over.” 

"So wait--you're a musician?" 

Stray Puppy raises an eyebrow. Probably thinks I'm messing with him. Playing ignorant rather than gush 
adoringly like some teenage groupie so that I'll have a better chance with him. Arrogant assumption on his 
part, if that's true. I'm obviously no fucking teenager. | don't need to play games to get anyone's attention 
‘Sorry. Didn't recognize you." 

Because Im used to teased hair and leather pants and stilettos that would put my onstage wardrobe to shame, 
and here you are dressed like a roadie. ls the part | leave out. Along with youre back here all by yourself. Bands 
usually stick together at things like this. Especially when its not even their own party. 


"s okay.” He tucks the beer between the cast and his body so he can shake my hand. His is still frigid from 
the water he fished the can out of. It's kind of funny. Breaking the ice in every sense of the term. "I'm James." 


"James what?" 
Nope. He's not getting my name until | get every part of his. You can't take for granted that people wil 
recognize you in this business no matter how big you get. Trust me. I've probably been at this shit twice as 


long as this kid has--and he doesn't even recognize me. Can't get cocky. Can't get complacent. Can't let the 
simple art of introducing yourself go to rust just because you've gotten used to not having to do it. 


That, and he's cute when he's caught off guard like this. 
"Hetfield," he says. 
"Now why does that sound familiar?" 


Okay. Now | am playing with him. At least with the smirk and the teasing tone of voice. | still don't know the 
poor guy from Adam, although now | know what to call him besides Stray Puppy. 


"im in, uh." he chuckles nervously, rolling the base of the can along the edge of his cast, "a band called 


Metallica" 


"No shit" 


| manage to swallow the exclamation point just in time and let it echo instead in my mind. Fuck, man. That's who 
I've been talking to this whole time? That's who's sulking around all by his lonesome in Nikki Sixx's backyard? 
The lead singer of one of the biggest fucking metal bands in the business? No way. I've seen them on MTV. 
The real James Hetfield looked like a lean mean badass onscreen, whereas this pimply kid looks like.hell, | don't 
know. His little brother, maybe. Assuming Hetfield even has a little brother. More likely he's just pulling my leg. 
Using the undeniable resemblance to try to impress me. 

That, or he's telling the truth and the video cameras are the ones lying. Which is entirely possible too. 


"Never heard of us?" 


‘Course I've heard of Metallica" | take a long sip of beer to wash the skepticism from my voice. "You'd have to 


be living under a rock not to. Just never expected to see them at a Crüe party." 
The smirk reappears. "Yeah, well, we kinda crashed it" 

"No shit," | say again, this time with a genuine hint of admiration "That why you're laying low back here?" 
James shrugs. 

"Because it's not like Nikki will care, as long as you're the real deal." 

Assuming Nikki's even stil conscious right now. 

"Nah. He's cool." 

"So then why aren't you in there where the real party is?" 

He turns and gives me the up-and-down with narrowed eyes. "Why aren't you?" 
Damn. Either the badass is back or | struck a nerve. 

"Ill tell you if you tell me." 

His eyebrow stays cocked. 

"You first," | add. 


"Fine." James looks away at last, his gaze traveling off into the darkness beyond the lawn "This shit was all 
Lars' idea. | didn't even want to go, but it was three against one." 


"Aren't you a little old for peer pressure?" | tease. 


"Not like | had anything better happening." 

"How old are you, by the way?" 

"Thought you were supposed to answer my question now." 
This time | cock the eyebrow. 


"Twenty-three," he mumbles--but then he glances back with a glimmer in his eye. "Wanna card me just to 


make sure?" 

"| believe you" 

"How old did you think | was?" 

"Doesn't matter. You can't trust the cameras anyway" 

"How old are-—" 

"Old enough: 

James srorts. 

"What?" 

"Nothing, Its just.only time chicks say ‘old enough' is if they're not even legal or they're over the hill” 


| turn my face from the glare of the patio lights, wondering if all the drinks and drugs and late nights are 
already starting to show. 


"Obviously I'm legal, baby. And over the hill depends on your definition" 

"Forty-five" 

"Fuck off. That's your best guess?" 

"Nol" A flush washes over his cheeks when he sees my expression "That was my definition’ 
"Then l'm not even close to the hill’ 


"Didn't think so." 


"But you really shouldn't knock older women," | continue. "With age comes experience, and with experience 


comes..well, you're a grown man. I'm sure you get my meaning. If not, I'll be happy to explain 

James fuses his mouth to the can. To hide the blush or to buy himself time, it's anyone's guess. 

"So how come you're not in there?" he asks when he finally comes up for air. 

Ha. When in doubt, hit rewind. 

"Trying to avoid Nikki. 

"Then why'd you come to his party?" 

| sigh. "Because | was invited, for one. Because Nikki's a dear friend and l'm really proud of how far he's come 
with Mötley Crue and | wanted to show my support. Because | was hoping he would act like a grown-up even if 
he's all smacked out" 

"What'd he do? Try to fuck you?" 

"Sort of" 

"Sorry. H's probably none of my--" 

"We were together for almost three years," | explain. "I mean fogether-together. Then he started doing heroin 
really heavy and screwing around and doing stupid shit because he literally didn't know any better. So | kicked 
his ass out. We stayed friends, but | made it clear we couldn't be anything more as long as he's hooked on 
smack. Sometimes he forgets we had that conversation. Like earlier tonight" 


"Want me to beat him up?" 


My laugh turns heads across the entire patio. "Wow. A junkie versus a cripple. That'd be the fastest, saddest 
match in the history of boxing." 


"Really think | need two hands for that? Come on. You'd have to hold my beer, but! could do some serious 
fuckin’ damage." 


Yeah. To your career, l'm tempted to say. 


"Wouldn't be a fair fight. Nikki would probably drown in his hot tub right now if his fucking harem wasn't in 
there holding him up. You'd be proving nothing but the laws of gravity." 


"You know I'm only joking, right?" 


"Either way. | don't need anybody else fighting my battles." My fist tightens momentarily as | remember the 
last time | said those words. Ironically enough, they were addressed to Nikki, whose house | sought refuge at 
after Tony beat the shit out of me for the last time. Nikki wanted to kill him. All | wanted was a safe place to 
crash. Luckily Nikki knew better than to test my patience any further. "I can take care of myself" 


"Never said you couldn't. | was just." James gets a faraway look for a second, then waves the cast 


dismissively. "Forget it 

"Look, it's not like | don't appreciate--" 

"| said forget it" 

"Fine." | down the last of the beer and whip the empty can into the pile. "Done. Forgotten" 


Normally | would have gone stomping off in search of the door or, if nothing else, another drink. A stronger 
drink. Something to take the edge off the words ringing in my mind and dampen my ability to give a fuck about 
everything else. | suspect James normally would too. Instead we both just stand there, staring out over the 
expanse of garbage-strewn grass, waiting for each other to leave and trying to figure out why neither of us 
is moving and what we should say or do next. | fucking hate moments like these. Awkward silences. Grown 
people who express themselves for a living suddenly not having a clue how to communicate. What | hate even 
more is not understanding why | care so much. | mean, sure--the guy is cute, and he seems genuinely nice 
despite his macho chivalrous bullshit just now, but we obviously have nothing in common besides feeling put 


out of the same party. | really should put us both our of our misery. Buck up, take charge, and say-- 


"You wanna get out of here?" 


To be continued. 


Author's Notes: 

I'm pretty sure Lita was still driving a Firebird when this story takes place, but | took some artistic license and 
gave her a red 11965 Mustang hardback instead. Seemed like the kind of car she'd go tearing around town in and 
that James would appreciate as well. (Also, if its smut you're looking for in this story.just be patient. Good 
things come to those who wait) 


‘lm no angel 
lm far trom it 
Yeah, when push comes to shove 


/ can rise above it." 


For a second | think | imagined it. That the words | hear are simply the echo of a question I've asked and been 
asked a hundred different times, spoken in James' voice for some strange reason instead of my own. Or maybe 
its wishful thinking. But then why the fuck would | be wishing for that when | just admitted we have nothing in 
common? When | swore not ten minutes ago that he was just someone to talk to and that | wasn't trying to 


get laid? 


More importantly, why do | care? Why am | standing here analyzing the hell out of something he may not even 
have said? 


Doesn't matter. Whether James said anything or not, it's time to say what | meant to say. Whatever that is. 
Nice to meet you. Good luck with the band. Hope the arm heals quickly. Have a rice life. My name's Lita Ford, 
by the way. Thanks so much for asking. 

Fuck. 

l'm not even buzzed, so why can't | talk all of a sudden? The hell is wrong with me? 

"Guess that's a no," James mumbles. 

"What?" 

"Was asking if you wanted to get out of here." 

"And go where?" | hear myself reply in a curiously inquisitive tone. Not defensive. Not flirtatious. Not even 


weary or sarcastic. Definitely not the ghost of conversations past. | honestly don't think I've ever heard this 
note to my voice before. "Back inside?" 


James chuckles. "That's kinda the opposite of out of here” 

"Where then, smartass?" 

Damn it. Even that sounded genuinely curious. Who filed the edges off my voice? 
"| dunno. Wherever you want to go: 


"Really have this planned out, don't you?" | tease. Thank fuck a bunch of people walk by laughing as | say it, so 


James can't hear how flirtatious it sounded when | was trying instead to be snide. 
Or was |? 


Doesn't matter, | tell myself again. Just find some excuse to bail out right now. Shut up and walk away if you 


have to. Anything. Anything to keep from-- 

"You got a car?" 

Shit. So much for shutting up or walking away. First my voice gets a mind of its own, and now that mind is 
apparently making itself up without me. There's no mistaking the meaning of those four little words. They're 
universal code for hell yeah, let's split. 

"You mean here, or in general?" 

"What do you think | mean?" 

Well, that line had some bite, at least. Just not the kind | was hoping for. 

"Lars drove." 

"I figured. We'll take my car." 

James' eyes widen and his breath hitches audibly as if he can't believe what he just heard. It's kind of cute. 
And surprising. The frontman of Metallica, stunned that a woman would agree to leave with him. Is this really 


James Hetfield I'm talking to right now? 


"We don't have to," he says. "Might actually be fun to steal Lars’ car. Serve those fuckers right for dragging 


me along just to score blow." 
"We're not stealing your drummer's car." 


"Why not?" 


| roll my eyes. "Because | didn't come here to make a scene, and grand theft auto really isn't my bag." 

James chuckles again, soft lips parting like a curtain to reveal two endless rows of dazzling teeth. Something 
twinges deep inside me like a guitar string wound too tight. A pair of somethings. One is embarrassingly close 
to my heart. The other is considerably closer to my gut, but due south by a good several inches. Neither are 


typically plucked by a smile alone. Jesus. What am |, some goddamned teenager now? 


Its not grand theft auto. Lars might be pissed, but he's not gonna press charges on me. He's too busy OD'ing 


on coke and pussy to care about anything else right now." 


Either way, I'd rather we took my car. There's no way l'm leaving a fucking Mustang parked down there near 


the street. Speaking of grand theft auto." 
His eyes light up. "Hey--you're not talking about that red ‘65 hardback, are you?" 
"How'd you know?" 


The smile widens at last, and not only does the twinge inside me go full strum, my pulse kicks up to a tempo 


I'd strain to match onstage. 

"Walked by it on our way in. Holy shit, that's a fuckin’ sweet car! Had no idea it was yours." 

"How would you if we've never met?" 

You don’t even know who | am, l'm tempted to add. What a weird thing to say. 

| wondered who it belongs to, is what | mean" 

"Do you want to go for a ride or just stand here talking about it?" 

"Hell yeah." 

"Which?" 

"You." His face goes red, and he crumples it and the can simultaneously. "| mean, the car. The car!" 

Fuck, he's adorable. I'm tempted to keep right on teasing him just to watch him stutter and flinch and see how 
antsy | can make him. But | know better than to do that here. | know better than to even let him see the 
smirk on my face. In fact, I've already plucked the can from his fingers and tossed it over my shoulder and 
left my finger cocked toward him in its wake. He follows like the stray puppy | had him pegged for from the 


start. Silent but eager. At least until we pass an open door on the side of the house, strains of laughter and 


the clack of billiard balls echoing from within, and | turn around a moment later to see James lingering 


hesitantly in the hazy glow. He has one foot in the driveway and one on the steps. | can't see the look on his 


face because for some reason he's staring at the ground. 

"You coming or not?" 

"Yeah," he says, even as his fingers tighten around the railing. "I just." 

"What?" 

"| gotta let someone know where l'm going." 

"Who?" | fight the urge to roll my eyes as | stroll back up the driveway. "You mean Lars?" 

"Fuck Lars. And fuck Kirk. They don't even care that | left." 

There's a pang of familiarity in the bitterness of his tone and the way his lips peel back from his teeth when 

he says the word fuck I'm pretty sure it sounded the same back in the day when | used to curse Cherie and 

Joan for pulling one of their many disappearing acts. 

"So whatre you worried about?" 

"Newsted," he mutters. 

"Who?" 

‘Our bassist." 

"Oh." | glance away, embarrassed that | didn't realize who James was talking about. This is the first I've heard 

their new bassist's name. Part of his name anyway. | only know Cliff Burton, and the only reason | know Cliff-- 
aside from the obvious fact that he was killed in that bus accident last fall--is because he was the one | was 
really watching onstage whenever | saw Metallica on MTV. That long lean body. That wild auburn hair and those 
faded bell-bottoms. Born in the wrong era but somehow completely in the moment. | remember thinking I'd like 
to meet him, then force the memory back down as quickly as it surfaced. "What about him? Isn't he with the 
others?" 

"Last time | checked." 


"Then what's the problem?" 


"He's never." James' eyes drift from me to the open doorway to his feet and then back to me again, 


"y'know..been to one of these things before." 


"What things? You mean a party?" 


"Of course he's been to a fucking party. Just not a Crüe party." 
"Neither have you." 
He scratches absently at his cast with the opposite hand. "H's hard to explain" 


"Let me guess. You were trying to stick by him because he's the new guy, but he got starry-eyed and blew 


you off as soon as you stepped inside. Am | close?" 
Too close for comfort, says the hard thin line of James’ lips. 


"Look, it happens," | explain. "Sometimes you have to let him do his own thing and not take it so personally. 
Trust me on this." 


"I know, its just.t'll be right back. Don't go anywhere." 
Before | can say anything, he's through the door and out of sight. 


Normally | would be walking in the opposite direction just as fast. Wanna lead me on and then leave me hanging? 
Fine. All that tells me is that you aren't worth my time anyway. But none of those thoughts go through my 
mind. For some bizarre reason, l'm not even offended by being told what to do--although when | find James, 


you can bet I'll give him hell all the same. 


Yep. When | find James. Meaning that l'm already pushing my way through the crowd and up the stairs in spite 
of myself, eyes trained on the mane of wavy blond hair beneath the backwards ball cap. | feel a pang of 
protectiveness every time he slips momentarily from my sight. I'm half determined to close the distance just 
so | can kick his ass for making me chase after him. For making me want to chase after him. | don't fucking 
chase people, for Christ sake! | don't like it when they chase me either. They're lucky if | let them follow me. | 
guess that's the problem with stray puppies. You can't help but panic when you look back and they're no longer 
trailing behind. You can't help but want to run after them and catch them just to make sure they're in safe 


hands. 

That's exactly it. He's my stray puppy. With his big silly smile and his haunted blue eyes. 
Damn it. 

And damn him. 


"Hold up!" | snap as James reaches the top of the stairs. He freezes just long enough for me to snag him by 
the back of his sweaty shirt and spin him around toward me. 


"The hell are you doing? | told you to wait." 


"The hell do you think you are telling ME what to do?" 
James stares open-mouthed at the finger | just jabbed him with. 


‘lm talking to you, asshole. Think it's cool to just ditch me outside like that and expect me to stay put like 
your fucking pet?" 


Like my wha Nol" He glances around like he's afraid someone will hear us, even though the place is loud as 


hell and everyone else is busy with their own shit. "All | said was don't go anywhere." 
"Same difference." 
| wasn't trying to--" 


The door beside us opens abruptly. Not all the way. Just enough for a skinny shirtless dude to poke his mop of 


black curls around the edge and widen his bloodshot eyes in recognition 
"James? Hey man, | thought that was you!" 

"Seen Newsted around?" 

‘Lars thought you split, but | told him you were just going down for--" 


"Kirk!" James snaps his fingers right in the other one's face. "Fucking focus, okay? I'm looking for Jason. Now is 


he in there or not?" 

Kirk's eyes flick to me and widen once again. I'm pretty sure he mouths oh shif, but whether that's because he 
realizes who's standing next to his bandmate or in response to James’ question is anyone's guess. Including his 
own, judging by the reddened nostrils and dazed expression 

"Does that mean no?" 

"Sorry, man.what?" 

James grabs the doorknob as if to shove Kirk out of the way and check for himself, then lets go with a 
clenched-jaw shake of his head. "Never mind. If you do see him, tell him | took off but I'll see him tomorrow. 
Think you can manage that?" 


"Yeah..sure. Okay" 


"Tell Lars too." 


"Tell me what?" yells a voice from somewhere behind Kirk. 

"That he's leaving," Kirk mumbles. 

"Fuck that!" The door flies open and Kirk is pushed aside by an even shorter, scrawnier kid wearing nothing but 
his underwear and a bright green sweatband around his head. He moves like he has springs for bones. Like a 
cartoon character or something. "This party's just getting fucking good! Why the hell do you wanna leave 
when--no way!" 

That's it. I've just been sighted 


Fucking terrific. 


"No way!" Lars repeats, as if we somehow missed it the first time. "No fucking way. Holy fucking shit, man! Do 


you know who that is?" 

"Will you shut the hell up?" James hisses. "I'm looking for Jase. Have you--" 

"Fuck Jase! That's Lita Ford right there!" 

"No shit. Now will you keep your fucking voice down?" 

The words hit me like a fist to the gut. | pull my leather jacket tight around myself, suddenly feeling cold and 
exposed. It isn't because Lars’ eyes are glued to my tits. It isn't because he's pointing and shouting my name in 
a crowd. That all comes with the territory and | couldn't care less. It's what came out of James’ mouth in 
response. No shit. Meaning yeah, | know. Ive known this whole time and | didnt want fo let on 

That little sneak. 

That fucking liar. 

Lars is laughing now. Laughing appreciatively, lips contorted into a leer and his eyes bouncing between my ass- 
-which I've unknowingly presented to him by turning away--and James. I'm tempted to punch the little fucker 
square in the teeth. Just to shut him up. Just so | can get a word in with the one who really deserves a piece 
of my mind. If not a piece of my fist. 

".grab my keys so you can take my car." 

"| don't need ‘em," James says. 'Lita's got her own car." 


"You're goddamn right | do." 


Someone whistles in the background. Not a wolf whistle. A warning whistle. A shit's going down, so you better 


back up whistle. The roar of the hallway fades to a hush. | can feel dozens of eyes on me. All of them except 


for James, whose gaze dropped to the floor as soon as | raised my voice. 

"Uh-uh." | jam my knuckles under his chin and push up. "You look at me while I'm talking. Got it?" 

"Let's just go," he whispers. 

"Like hell. I'm not going anywhere with you, shitheel." 

'Lita--" 

"Oh, so you know my name? So you recognized me after all? Nice of you to fucking tell me." 

James shakes his head free of my grasp and puts up his hands in defense. "I swear to God, its not like that." 


"Like what?" | snap. "Like you pretended not to know who | am so I'd think you're some nice guy who just wants 


to get to know me? So you can trick me into taking you home?" 
"Fuck.this is why | asked you to--" 


"Stay downstairs. Yeah. | got that. You didn't want me to hear you bragging to your band about who you 


managed to pick up." 

"Nol Jesus. I'm trying to fucking tell you, it has nothing to do with that." 

"Don't start in with that looking-for-Jason bullshit either." 

"Its not bullshit!" he protests. 

"Right. You needed a convincing excuse to come up here, and | bought it” 

‘It's the fucking truth, okay? The reason | told you to wait downstairs is because | knew Lars would freak out 
if he saw you, and you would freak out right back, and there would be a big fucking ugly show just like there 


is right now!" 


The crowd is dead silent. Even loudmouth Lars has shrunk back against the doorframe, bottom lip clamped 


between his teeth. 
"Yeah, well, the show's over." | narrow my eyes and nod. It forces back the tears but does nothing for the 
clenching ache in my gut. That's betrayal for you. That's just what it feels like to be played for a fool. "You 


hear me?" | shout to the hallway at large. "Nothing to see here! Go back to whatever you were fucking doing!" 


"Lita, come on. Just listen to me." 


"Only if you can give me a good reason for pretending not to recognize me." 

James parts his lips, his blue eyes large and shimmering with pain. | ignore the twinge inside me. | swallow hard 
and clench my jaw. It's not going to work. This little act of his. The wounded look is part of it. So are the pleas 
and protests. I've seen it before and | refuse to give in. | just have to accept the fact that my stray puppy 
was a wolf in disguise. | never expected the realization to hurt this much, but all it means is he was just that 
good. And that | was just that tempted At least | found out before he got what he wanted. 

"L| don't have a good reason," he finally says. 

"Didn't think so." 


"lm sorry.” 


"Save it," | mutter, my voice strained and hollow. Not easy trying to talk around this lump in my throat. 


"Plenty more girls at this party. Go try your act on one of them" 


Before he can say anything else, | shove my way through the crowd and back down the stairs. 


To be continued. 
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don't gamble, but | take chances 
And if love is a game that a fool romances 
Then Im a fool one more time 


So start makin’ your move before | change my mind." 


Its a long goddamn way down the staircase and even longer down Nikki's driveway, my escape route fraught 
with obstacles at every turn. Hordes of people, discarded bottles, beer-slicked concrete, and the piercing glare 
of headlights and taillights. | tore off my stiletto heels as soon as | got outside, but not even my bare feet can 


carry me fast enough away from the voice echoing across the lawn. 
"Lita! Waaaait!" 


Fucking Hetfield. Of course he would close the distance with those mile-long legs of his. Why couldn't he have 
broken his ankle instead of his arm? Why couldn't he have gotten the message | gave him loud and clear 
upstairs? Why couldn't he have been exactly what he looked like for once instead of yet another liar in 
disguise? 


Why couldn't | have seen through it like | always do? 

"LITA!" 

At last the crowd parts and | break full-speed into a run My foot comes down on something sharp, pain 
flaring up through my heel and stinging anew with every step, but | don't dare stop to look | don't dare give 
that fucker a chance to catch up. It isn't until the blurred red outline of my car comes swimming into view 


that | realize I'm crying. 


Just the pain in my foot, | tell myself as | fumble through my pocket for the keys. That's all. Nothing to do 
with-- 


"Fuck! 


The keys have slipped from my hand. | drop to my knees, biting back another curse but unable to keep the 
sobs of frustration bottled in my throat. It's too dark here in the shadow of my car. Impossible to see anyway 
through the tears. All| can do is listen to the drumbeat of approaching footsteps grow louder and louder as | 
grope pathetically through the wet grass. My fingers close at last around the cold metal. Just in time too. 
James comes sprinting through the open gate right as | jab the key into the lock. 

"Lita, wait! WAIT!" 

"Fuck of fl" 

"Please don't leave," he pants. "I just want to--" 

| slam the door hard as | can just as James is reaching for it. He's lucky. A split second later and | might've 
taken his fingers off. His palm comes down instead on the window, which he slaps desperately as his breath 
fogs the glass. 

"--say l'm sorry. Honest to God. Just listen to me, please!" 


"What part of fuck off don't you understand?" 


His reply is muffled by the glass and then drowned by the roar of the engine. | flick on the lights, shift into 


gear, and prepare to stomp the accelerator when James jumps abruptly in front of the car. 

"Get out of the fucking way!" 

"Lita, please!" 

| lay on the horn, forgetting all about my earlier claim that | didn't want to make a scene. Too late for that. 
Fucking Lars and his loud mouth gave me no choice back there. And now fucking Hetfield won't stop saying the 
name he pretended not to know. | can't stand the sound of it. I'd rather rupture my own eardrums than hear 


it one more time. 


But he's persistent, that asshole. He plants his feet and starts slapping the hood instead, forcing me to let off 
the horn. 


| swear to God, dickhead. Dent my car and you'll have two broken arms!" 
"Just gimme a chance to talk That's all | want." 
"You're about to get your ass run over." 


"Hear me out," he pleads. "I'll leave you alone, | promise, but first | need to--" 


| gun the engine threateningly. Not, obviously, because | have any real intention of hitting him, but in hopes he'll 
understand that language better than he understands English. He leans forward over the hood. For a maddening 
second, it looks like he intends to climb onto the car and hold on until | relent. Instead he peers straight at me 


through the windshield. Puppy eyes huge with regret. Lips mouthing a single word over than over. 
Please ... Please ... Please .. 


Then at last his lips stop moving. He stands up, letting his arms fall to his sides, and holds my gaze for a 


moment longer. "I'm sorry," he mouths before he finally steps aside. 


| let off the brake, savoring the relief that floods my body as the Mustang rockets toward the street. All | 
want is to get as far away from here as fast as possible. Go home, pour some whiskey down my throat, and 
try to forget that tonight even happened. The last thing | want to do is stop, which is why | turn blindly into 


the road--only to slam the brakes a second later as another car comes hurtling toward me. 
My heart chokes off any words about to come out of my mouth. 


By the time | remember to breathe again, the other car has already swerved around me with a blare of the 


horn and what was no doubt a torrent of obscenities from the driver. 


l'm too dazed to move. Too startled to put my foot and my hand wherever they're supposed to go. | just sit 
there, heart thudding, eyes darting between the various mirrors. That's when | see James in the rearview, 
back there at the edge of the driveway with two other men. They're both enormous and bald and dressed in 
black. Security, by the look of them. Crue's management must've hired them to work the party. One has James 
in a sort of bear hug, arms pinned to his ribs as he's dragged screaming toward the street. The other is 


stalking after them with his hands balled into fists. He cocks one of them back as they reach the curb. 

That's when something snaps inside me like a guitar string. 

"HEY!" 

| don't remember shoving the door open or getting out of the car. All | know is that suddenly I'm running back 
toward the very spot | was so desperate to escape five minutes ago, the reasons forgotten as | watch a 
massive fist collide with James’ jaw. 

"Hey!" | shout again. "Leave him alone!" 

The man ignores me even as | hurl my full weight against him. It's like colliding with a tree trunk. He punches 
James in the gut, then again in the face with the opposite hand after I've grabbed the first one. Only when | 


manage to wriggle in between them does the meathead stop swinging. 


"The fuck are you doing, lady?" 


"The fuck are YOU doing, asshole?" 

He steps back, blinking in confusion. | can feel James struggling behind me but | don't dare turn around. | don't 
dare break eye contact with the man in front of me. | wish to hell I'd brought my switchblade. Or that | still 
had that spike-studded belt | gave Nikki (and subsequently lost) four years ago when he got in a fight with 
those cops. All | have right now are my death glare and refusal to back down. And fuck knows they've both 
gotten plenty of warmup Tonight. 

"Let him go," | growl. 


"But you're the one he was harassing," the man protests. "We just saw it. He was blocking your car. Trying to 


keep you from leaving.” 

"Yeah, and | took care of it just fine without your help. There's no reason for you fuckers to beat him up." 
"That's what he gets for starting shit," the other one says. 

"Shits over. Now back off and let him go." 

"How do we know he won't start up again?" 

"Because he's not an idiot like the two of you." 

There's an approving snicker from several onlookers in the crowd. The rest are standing around in the same 
rapt hush we were met with upstairs. Guess they weren't expecting an encore performance any more than | 
was. 

"Well, he's not getting back inside," my opponent grunts. "And I'm not about to call him a fuckin’ cab." 

"He's coming with me." 


The man snorts in disbelief. 


"Are you deaf?" | take a defiant step toward him. "I said | can handle this. Tell your boyfriend there to let him 


go. 


We stare each other down for another couple seconds before his eyes flick to his partner behind me. | hear 


the other man mumble a threat to James before he shoves him aside and walks around to join his friend. 
"You're a crazy bitch, you know that?" 


| fight back the urge to smirk. "Yeah. And don't you forget it." 


When they realize I'm not going to turn my back and give them another shot at their punching bag, they 
trudge off into the applauding crowd. | wait until they're out of sight before | hazard a glance toward James. 
His head is down, the curtain of hair darkened by blood and plastered to his face. My heart clenches. Those 
bastards are lucky | was unarmed and too small to do any damage, or | would've fucked them up even worse. | 
don't care how much of an asshole James may be, you don't beat a restrained person like that. You sure as 
hell don't beat an injured person like that. Not on my fucking watch. 

"You okay?" 

James swipes a fist across his nostrils, still refusing to look up. "Think so," he mumbles. 

"Then get in the car." 

Thankfully he doesn't hesitate or argue. I'm anxious as hell to get out of here before the crowd converges or 
those dickheads come back with extra muscle. James waits silently beside the passenger door until | jump back 
in and unlock it. | peel off with a screech the second his ass is in the seat. Only when Nikki's house and the 
subsequent three blocks have vanished from the rearview do | slow down to anything resembling the speed 
limit. 

"How bad?" | ask. 

"Fs nothing." 

"Can the macho shit. How bad is it really?" 

James lets his fist fall to his lap and unfurl. His palm glistens crimson. 

"Jesus," | mutter in spite of myself. 

"Sure it looks worse than it is." 

"Should be some napkins or something in the glove box" | would have added fry not fo get blood all over the 
leather, except that it sounds asshole-ish even for me. He's already made a mess opening the thing anyway-- 
from which he pulls out a half dozen maxi pads. 

"These the napkins you meant?" 

"Fuck. Sorry. Thought | had some from the In € Out Burger.” 

"IFs okay. I'll just use my shirt." 


"Those might actually work better," | point out. "Since they're made to soak up blood and all.” 


James snorts. Whether in amusement or disgust, it's impossible to tell. But then he peels open one of the 
wrappers and leans back as he presses the pad to his nose. Ordinarily | would've found the sight hilarious. | 
would've thought it served him right. Instead, there's something oddly endearing about it all. The way his 
shoulders finally relax and he breathes what sounds almost like a sigh of relief. Something that tugs at my 
heart. 

Not that I'm about to let it show. 

"You're right," he says. 

"Told ya" 

"Thanks." 

"Don't mention it." 

"Not just for this," he goes on "For..you know. Everything back there." 

"| said, don't mention it." 


"You didn't have to do all that." 


There's a stop sign just ahead and | make a point of hitting the brake harder than | have to. Not hard enough 
to bounce him off the dash. Just enough to get his attention 


"Don't mention it is a nice way of saying shut the hell up. So how ‘bout you be nice too and do exactly that?" 
‘Sorry 

"And maybe put your seatbelt on’ 

"Why?" 


"Because its a Mustang, dumbass, not a fucking Oldsmobile. I'm not about to drive like someone's grandma on 


your accou nt" 


| floor the gas again to illustrate my point. James fumbles with his seatbelt, trying to hold the compress to 
his nose with his good hand and maneuver the buckle with the fingers sticking out from his cast. He curses as 
it slips from his fingers. Tries again and elbows me with the hard plaster. Mutters an apology. Pulls the 


seatbelt once more across his body. Jabs metal clumsily against metal. Snorts in frustration 


"It won't--" 


The buckle clicks at last into place, guided by my fingers over his. 

"--never mind." 

| couldn't help myself. It was that or watch him struggle with the damn thing until he gave up or figured out 
to use the other hand. | don't need that kind of distraction while l'm driving. Had nothing to do with actual 
concern. Or, you know, an excuse to brush my fingertips against the calluses on his. Nope. Neither of those is 
the reason | reached for James. 

So why haven't | let go yet? 

Why am | letting our fingers curl together? 

Thank fuck our turn comes up a second later. | yank my hand away so | can crank the wheel. It's the long way 
home, but | need some time to figure out what the hell I'm doing--and the faster | go, the clearer | think Not 
much out here on these back roads. Fewer traffic lights, fewer stop signs, and far less chance of running into 
a cop. | can take it up close to a hundred if | feel like it. And | definitely fucking feel like it right now. 

"Where are we going?" James finally asks. 

"Haven't decided yet" 

Not true. Just prefer not tell him until we get there. 

"Figured you'd want to be rid of me as soon as possible." 

| narrow my eyes. "Think you got me all figured out, do you?" 

"Well..| mean, you threatened to run me over if | didn't get out of your way." 

"That was before Nikki's gorillas tried to bash your head in" 

"So what? You'd rather finish the job yourself?" 

"Don't fucking tempt me," | mutter. 

"Sorry," he says. "It was a joke." 


"Not really in the mood for jokes, Hetfield." 


| roll down the window before he can respond and stick out my head. It feels good, the wind battering my face 


and whipping through my hair. At least for a minute. At least until | glance over and see James slouched in his 


seat looking broken and miserable. There's no satisfaction at the sight. No smug feelings of comeuppance. Just 
an ache deep inside me unconnected to the rage and betrayal | felt at the party. All| wanted when | met the 
kid was to see him smile. | never wanted to see him hurt like this. Not for any reason in the world. 

| pull my head in and roll the window back up. 

"This was my fault." 

James glances up, eyes big with confusion 

"What're you talking about?" 

"You getting beat up." 

"Nah." He shakes his head. "That was me. | shouldn't have kept you from leaving.’ 

"And | should've let you say whatever you were trying to say." 

"| fucked up and | got my ass kicked. It's not your fault." 

"Either way, I'm sorry for what those assholes did." 

"Don't be." 

| sigh. "Can you just shut up and let me apologize?" 

"Nothing to apologize for." 

"Can you please shut up anyway?" 

He nods. 

“That's better." 

| look out over the side of the road into the glittering valley below and savor the momentary silence. And the 
momentary peace. | know the anger could come roaring back into my heart at any time, so | do my best to 
steel myself against whatever James might have to say next. Second chances aren't usually part of my set 
list. They so rarely play out like | hope. But this kid here next to me? Fuck. | just can't help but want to give 
him that and several more. 


"So tell me," | say at last. 


James perks his head right up. Stray puppy indeed. 


"What?" 


"Whatever you were so desperate to tell me before | left." 


To be continued. 
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At first all he does is blink at me, lips parted silently as if he's so surprised I'm allowing him to speak that he's 
completely forgotten what he wanted to say. | raise my eyebrows. James raises his in return Just as I'm 
about to ask if we're playing a game of mirror, he drops his gaze and sighs. 

"Sure you want to hear it?" 

"Wouldn't be asking if | didn't." 

He shakes his head. "You're gonna think it's stupid" 


"Probably. But try me anyway." 


"All right." His gaze moves back to the windshield, eyes glimmering with the reflections of passing streetlights. 


"You know how | said there was no good reason for pretending | didn't recognize you?" 

"Are you about to tell me otherwise?" 

"No. | still don't have a good reason. Well, | mean, | thought it was a good reason at the time or | wouldn't have 
done it. Its just.when you called me out back there, | realized I'd fucked up and there was no excuse for it. | 
knew you'd see my reason for the bullshit it was. Thats why | said that. | froze up. I'm sorry." 

My tongue grazes the back of my teeth, but | manage to stop myself from saying the words that's okay just 
in time. | don't want to accept any apologies just yet. Not until | hear the explanation for James' little charade 
and how long he was planning to keep it up. 

"So what was the reason?" 

He closes his eyes and shakes his head again. 

"I told you, its gonna sound lame." 


"James," | warn. 


"Sorry" Another sigh. The eyes open reluctantly as he turns at last toward me. "You know how you didn't 


recognize me at first?" 

Better not be trying to blame this on me, asshole. Says the voice itching to come out of my mouth. 

"Yeah?" | say instead. 

"Well.it kinda felt good. You know?" 

"Not really." 

| mean, when | realized you didn't know who | was, | felt..relieved, | guess. That you weren't one of those girls." 
"What girls?" 

"The ones upstairs. The ones screaming ‘oh my God, it's Metallica! ‘Holy shit, you're Metallica! Like all we were 
to them was some band they'd seen on TV. | don't think any of them even said our names. Metallica-this and 
Metallica-that, even when they were climbing all over us. They just wanted to fuck Metallica" 

Welcome to the fucking music industry, kid What did you expect? 

"That's what happens when you crash a Crue party. Groupies and starfuckers at every turn 

"Exactly," he says. "And when you started talking to me like a normal person, it felt good. | thought maybe you 
were just pretending--I mean, some chicks do that too--but at least we were having an actual conversation 
for once. Then when | introduced myself and realized you didn't know me, it felt even better. You weren't just 
talking to me becouse l'm part of Metallica. You thought | was some stranger and you still wanted to talk to 
me. | liked being treated like a random dude. Felt good, you know? Felt. dunno. Real.” 

If you're that into authenticity, how come you couldn't be real with me?" 

"| was," James insists. "Just not--" 


"| meant honest. How come you couldn't be honest?" 


"Because | didn't want you to think | was a starfucker either. | didn't want to be like Lars. ‘Holy fuck, you're 
Lita Ford! and all that shit. You would've wanted nothing to do with me, and | wouldn't blame you." 


"Well, all you'd have to do is say it differently," | explain. "Not all batshit like Lars. Just say it politely. ‘Hey, 
aren't you Lita Ford? And | would say ‘yes’ Then you would say ‘very cool, its nice to meet you, or something 
like that, and we would shake hands and proceed to have a normal fucking conversation just like we both 


wanted." 


"| know. And l'm sorry. I'm really sorry. | didn't think about that until it was too late and then | had no idea how 


to bring it up without looking like a jackass and pissing you off." 
"So you kept up the lie?" 

He nods sullenly. 

"How long were you going to let it ride?" 

"| don't know." 


"Until | said ‘hey, I'm Lita, by the way. Lita Ford I've also got a band. Maybe you've heard of us'? Would you 


have pretended to recognize me then or kept playing clueless?" 
"| guess |--" 

‘Or until | took you to bed?" 

‘| wasn't thinking that far." 


‘Sure you weren't," | retort, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice. "You're a guy. You have a dick. 


Don't try to tell me you weren't thinking about when and how you were going to use it” 

"Honest to God, | wasn't." 

"What, then? What exactly was the plan when you suggested we get out of there?" 

James wipes his bloodied palm on his jeans, ignoring the maxi pads strewn on his lap. 

"I thought, you know, that we would go get some food or something. Sit down like a normal couple--" 
"A normal couple?" 

He catches himself with a wince. "A couple of normal people, is what | meant." 

"Like we're on a date?" 

"Just.hang out. Talk. The two of us by ourselves." 

"In other words, a date." 

"Fuck," he mutters, pressing the pad to his no-longer-bleeding nose in an obvious attempt to hide his flushed 


cheeks. Not that | can see that much by the dashboard's glow. But | know they'd be there if | turned on the 
overhead light. "I told you it was stupid. | told you it was a shitty reason to lie. | don't know what the fuck else 


to say besides l'm sorry." 

| don't know what to say either. My tongue is slicked with the bitter taste of frustration, but | can feel the 
brick of resentment crumbling steadily away in my chest. Behind it is a swelling ache | can only describe as 
empathy. James obviously didn't set out to deceive me. At least not for his own gain. Not purely for it, 
anyway. | can feel what he must have been thinking. | can understand it. Appreciate it, even | just don't 
appreciate the shitty way he handled his little dilemma. 

But he's still young. And sometimes the only way to learn is by fucking up. 

Story of my life, after all 

"Hindsight's a bitch," | finally say. 

"| should've owned up." 


"Now you know better." 


He turns away. Rolls down the window and sticks out his face. The throbbing pulse of the wind isn't quite loud 
enough to disguise the ragged sriffle. Either he's trying to clear the passages in his busted nose, or he's 


crying. 

Fuck. Please don't be crying. 

"So what do you want to do?" he asks a few seconds later as he rolls the window back up. His voice is clear 
and flat--though unmistakably sad--and | don't see any tears. | still suspect they were there. That's the thing 
about wind. Its good for drying tears before they have a chance to flow. Speaking of things | learned from 
experience. 

"Well, | can't exactly take you on that date right now." 

| know. Just drop me off at a gas station or whatever." 

‘lm not dropping you off at a gas station Or anywhere else, for that matter." 

James’ brow crinkles in confusion. "Then where are we going?" 

"My place." 


"But you--" 


"Don't get your hopes up," | cut in. "We need to get your face cleaned up, and it's either my place or a hospital. 
| don't think it's bad enough for a hospital. Which is good, because | fucking hate hospitals." 


"You don't have to do that." 

"Are you trying to argue with me again?" 

"No. It's just-—" 

"Already a done deal. So shut it" 

"Then what?" he asks, in spite of the warring. 

"Then we eat something, | guess, if you're still hungry." 
"But | thought you said--" 


| can't take you out to dinner with a bloody nose, is what | meant. You really wanna sit there at a fucking hot 


dog stand or whatever with napkins crammed up your nostrils?" 
"| don't know. Maybe." 
"Well, it ain't gonna be tonight." 


| crank the window down and fill the car with wind again before James has a chance to reply. Probably should 
have turned on the radio instead. Drown out the echo of what | just said. Distract us both from my particular 
choice of words and the obvious question hovering in its wake. A question | already know the answers to but 
am not ready to admit out loud to myself, let alone James. Yeah. Music would be convenient right about now. 
There's just something about the sound of the wind that soothes me so much better in times like these. | can 


hear myself think without feeling exposed by the silence. 
Not that | know what to think about any of this. 


Actually, | do know. At least one thing. | wish James hadn't recognized me at all. | wish he'd never heard of me. 
All that stuff he said about how good it felt to be treated like a regular person instead of a rock star? Felt 
good for me too. It really did. And | think that's why the truth still hurts even though James meant well. | 
didn't realize how much | miss meeting someone new and having a normal conversation without having to 


question his intentions. l'm scared that I'll never have that opportunity again. 


| accelerate without shifting gears right away just so | can hear the engine growl. That's what | do when | get 
scared--or even just have to admit l'm scared. | make loud noises. Thank fuck for cars and guitars. Otherwise 


I'd just be screaming at the top of my lungs at moments like this. 


As soon as we crest the hill, | shift into gear at last and send us hurtling down around the curve so hard that 


the tires scream instead. 


"Shit," James exhales. 

"What's wrong?" 

"Nothing." 

Says the kid nervously clutching his own kneecaps through the holes in his jeans. 

‘Oh, don't tell me you're scared," | tease. 

"I'm not. It's just--" 

| squeal around another curve and try not to smirk as he braces his dirty sneakers against the floor. 
"What?" 

"Its a car. Not a plane." 

"You turning into a side-seat driver on me, Hetfield?" 

"No" 

He makes a show of trying to relax into the seat only to be tossed against the door as | round the final curve. 
"Let me guess. You're one of those guys who only likes going fast when he's behind the wheel.” 

"How come you're allowed to assume things about me but not the other way around?" 

Damn. He's got nerve turning it around on me like that. 


“Because we're in MY car," | retort, rather than concede that he also has a point. "Go ahead. Tell me l'm 


wrong." 
James rubs his shoulder. "Not that | don't like it. I'm just.not used to it" 
"Well, you better get used to it, cast or no cast. Can't always be in the driver's seat, y'know." 


He's strangely silent as | slow to a stop at the bottom of the hill. Between the thousand-yard stare and the 
way his fingers are picking absently at the frayed edge of his cast, | can tell I've struck a nerve. 


"What's eating you?" 


The light turns green. James blinks against the unmistakable sheen of tears and shakes his head. 

"Nothing," he murmurs. 

"Doesn't sound like nothing." 

"Can we go? The light is--" 

"| don't care what color it is. | care about you. Now what's wrong?" 

My face goes hot as soon as | realize what I've said. 

"Told you, it's nothing.” 

The light turns yellow. | glance down, a knot of panic tightening in my chest as | see his fingers reaching for 
the seatbelt release. Shit. He's getting ready to fucking bail on me. | hit the gas just as the light turns red and 
barrel through the intersection so fast that James has no choice but to brace himself again. 

"Look, whatever | said, I'm sorry." 

"Forget it. You were right anyway." 

| gun the engine and blow through the next yellow light as well. Even though James has let go of the buckle 
and sunk back into his seat, | don't want to give him the chance to run away. My apartment is less than three 
blocks away now. There's no way I'm getting this close only to lose him. 

"Just hard to trust people behind the wheel after..you know.’ He swallows hard. "After what happened." 

"What happened where?" | ask, like an idiot, right before it dawns on me. 

"In Sweden" 

"Fuck. l'm sorry. | didn't even think about that" 

"Even people we know," James continues. "Limo drivers, guys on the road crew..doesn't matter. Kirk lets people 
cut him off left and right, and Lars runs into shit even when he's sober. He knocked over like six trash cans on 
the way to the fucking party tonight. Don't even get me started on Newsted. It sucks not being able to drive 
when you're the only one looking out for everybody.” 


"I'm sure you're not the only one." 


"Fuckin seems that way,” 


| reach over and tighten his seatbelt. "Why do you think | made you wear this?" 


"Those don't do shit if you roll the car. Just look at Def Leppara's drummer. He wore a seatbelt and it took his 


arm off." 

"And if he wasn't wearing it, he'd probably be dead right now.’ 

"Then how come you're not wearing yours?" James retorts. 

Because its MY car. Because | like to live on the edge and Ive never had a near-death experience scare me into 
stepping back. Because | still pretend Im invincible just like you undoubtedly dd before reality proved otherwise. 
Because Im just a reckless hypocrite who hasnt learned any better. 

"Because | forgot,” | lie. "Thats what happens when you're running from security at a Crue party." 


"Like hell. You're the one who chased them away." 


| feel a grin tugging at my lips again and look over to see James smirking in spite of himself as well. Relief 


floods through me like whiskey. Doubly so as my apartment building rises into view at the end of the block. 
"All | did was buy us some time. Assholes like that have a way of coming back with reinforcements." | do my 
best to keep my tone nonchalant. Not cocky. Not flirtatious. There are still raw nerves to be patched over and 
| should probably handle both of us with care. Which includes not getting ahead of myself. Not imagining what | 
might do with James once | get him upstairs besides play rurse in the strictly literal sense. "Speaking of buying 
things, you owe me a new pair of boots." 

"Says who?" 


"Says me. Would never have taken them off and forgot them in Nikki's driveway if not for you." 


| wait for James to argue back that it's my own fault. He wouldn't be wrong. At least not completely. Instead 
he glances sheepishly at my torn fishnets and bare feet. 


"| don't have any cash right now. I'll pay you back as soon as |--" 


"Forget it” l'm tempted to say | was only kidding, but | don't want to let him off the hook just yet. "We'll worry 
about squaring things later. Right now lets get cleaned up." 


He points. "Is this your place?" 


"Not the whole building, but yeah. I'm on the top floor. Good thing you didn't break your ankle, because there's 


no elevator." 


What | don't mention as | pull at last into my parking space is that | cut on my foot and it's throbbing like a 
motherfucker after all that driving. I'm the one who's gonna be suffering my way up five flights of stairs. The 
last thing | want is to have to throw my arm around James’ shoulders for support. Or worse, have him pull 
some white knight shit and try to carry my ass. Not with a broken wrist. Not without one either. Don't get me 
wrong--l like to make guys work for the chance to get me in their arms, but not like that. Not quite so 
literally. 

Unfortunately there's no way to hide the limp since I'm the one leading the way. 

"What's wrong with your foot?" James asks. 

"Stepped on broken glass or something." 


"Shit. Is it still in there?" 


"Don't think so." | grit my teeth as we step over the crumbled concrete outside the back door. As long as | 


keep my back to him, he can't see me wince. "tll take a closer look upstairs, but tm sure its fine.” 
"Maybe you should go to the hospital" 

"Fuck that 

"Might need stitches" 

| unlock the door and shove it open. "What did | just say?" 

"Well, at least let me help you-—" 


"Forget it” | make a show of strolling over to the stairwell with my full weight on the injured foot even though 
it feels like I'm stepping repeatedly on the tip of my switchblade. "See? Haven't keeled over yet" 


James looks rightly doubttul. 
"We still have five flights to go.” 
"So? That ain't no big thing," | assure him. 


Famous last words. 


To be continued. 


